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The Elections of Southern Sudan and Christian Freedom

Let us pray, “Gracious God, we thank you that we can worship in freedom and peace. Bless people everywhere who, for whatever reason, are denied the freedom, the peace, and the safety to believe and to worship as they would like. In your name we pray, Amen.” 


Today’s a Big Day! Yes, half of our program staff at St. Alban’s is Brand New -- new Musician Adam, new Associate Kyle. Their coming is very exciting, and I have great faith that they will bring new life, new joy, and new beauty to our worship and mission at St. Alban’s. Thank God! Please join us in celebrating our new beginning with Adam and Kyle at the coffee hour following the 10:00 service. 


But, beyond Adam and Kyle’s beginning, today is Huge a Day for Christian freedom. Today the country of Sudan is being baptized. Let me explain.


Sudan is Africa’s largest country in terms of square miles, geographically. Roughly the size of Texas, Sudan borders Egypt, Ethiopia, Kenya and six other countries, in northeastern Africa. The Nile River flows north from Khartoum, Sudan’s capital city, for hundreds of miles before it enters Egypt, and as with any desert area, the Nile is the region’s life blood, far more valuable than gold, or oil, or any bank account, for without water, there is only death.


Sudan does have lots of other natural resources: foods, and minerals, and lots and lots of oil, billions of dollars of investments in oil controlled almost exclusively by the Chinese. Most of the oil and other valuable resources reside in the area called Southern Sudan.


Sudan is also a great meeting point, a nexus for the worlds of Islam and Christianity. Since Sudan got its independence from England in 1956, the country has been at war virtually the entire time. Much of this brutal Civil War has been a battle ground between the Arabic Muslim government in the North based in Khartoum, representing an 80% majority of the population on one side -- and on the other side, a steadfast and faithful minority, the Christian and local tribal religious groups of Southern Sudan. If you will, Northern Sudanese do not consider themselves black African, but rather Arabic, and they look to the Middle East as their guide and fountain of life. On the other hand, the Southern Sudanese consider themselves Black African, and they look to the heart of Africa for their identity, their history, and their focal point. This is complicated by the fact that there are many Christians living in Northern Sudan. The history of Sudan is littered with the corpses of racism and exploitation, of abuse and slavery, with Christians suffering the overwhelming atrocities. It is a sad and depressingly tragic story, yet one that in the last few years has been filled with great, great hope! 


Some of you have heard of Darfur. That’s the area of northwestern Sudan where the Khartoum-based government has been slaughtering fellow Muslims, by the hundreds of thousands. Darfur is a Muslim-against-Muslim fight that has grabbed the world’s attention in the past few years.


But, today’s election in Sudan is primarily about the fight between Northern and Southern Sudan. The West of Sudan, Darfur and other areas, they are sadly, a problem for another day. The statistics for the Civil War between Northern and Southern Sudan are staggering. The standard number is 2 Million! Two million horrible, senseless deaths, life, after life, family after family, village after village destroyed -- over 50 years of Civil War between North and South Sudan. Two million people killed, many of them women and children, attacked at night, kidnapped, bombed while in Church or going to school. Many, many Christians persecuted and imprisoned. Many, many Christians tortured and killed for refusing to swear allegiance to Islam. 

A faithful Episcopalian would be walking along the dusty road. Suddenly, local Islamic enforcers would stop the man and demand he read a passage from the Koran, swearing loyalty only to the God of Islam. He would refuse stating he is a faithful Christian, a member of the local Episcopal parish, and then they would whip him there, publicly, and cart him off, and his family would never, ever see him again. Over and over it happens in Sudan, in both the North and the South. 

In Sudan, faith in Christ carries a huge price. In Sudan, picking up your cross is truly a statement of tremendous Christian courage, compassion, and conviction. In Sudan, today, people get crucified on a cross for following the Christian message of hope and love. 

Today the world is watching! The people of Sudan begin today a week-long process of voting for their fate. Most people in Sudan and around the world are convinced that the Southern Sudanese will vote for independence. They want to be a free nation, free from the bondage of war and the Muslim government in the North. Here in The USA thousands of Sudanese refugees have been voting already via their absentee ballots. Even down the street, Sudanese staff at Dunwoody have cast their votes for a free and independent Southern Sudan. 

Yes, the issues driving the Sudanese elections are complicated and messy. There’s the history of the North abusing the South; a history of slavery and exploitation of Arab Muslims over Christians. Yes, there’s anxiety over who will control the Nile River, life for the whole region. And, of course, there are the usual battles over power, money, and resources. Most of the oil and natural resources are in Southern Sudan, so the loss of Southern Sudan would be a huge economic blow to the majority of Sudanese who live in Northern Sudan. 

So, today’s elections are about all those things that consume many elections, including our own: who controls the money, the power, the resources, etc. But, the election in Southern Sudan is also fundamentally about faith! It’s about people choosing. It’s about people demanding the chance to pray, to go to Church, to live their Christians lives freely, peacefully, safely. 

The Episcopal Church is a major power player in Sudan, especially in Southern Sudan. Episcopal Bishops, priests, and hundreds of thousands of average Episcopal parishioners, just like you and me, are demanding freedom. Our fellow Episcopalians are joined by many more Roman Catholics and Presbyterians and Free Church Pentecostals and every possible variety of Christian faith, all of whom have had enough! They want to love and to celebrate, to enjoy Christmas and Easter. They’re fed up and tired of the agony. They don’t want to suffer anymore. They don’t want to mourn any more. Who would want to be a Sudanese Christian? It’s been an inevitable death sentence. Abandoned on the cross. Never escaping unimaginably horrible, so-called Good Fridays, day in and day out. Never being freed. Never getting to Easter. 


Today we are all being tested. Will world Christians stand the test of compassion, courage and conviction? Will we live up to our shared heritage in Creation? Since God made all of us in God’s likeness and image, then we are all brothers and sisters, all children of our loving creator God. Muslim Sudanese, Christian Sudanese, Newtown Square Episcopalians, every one of us is one of God’s children, and we are all, like it or not, our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers. 


By virtue of our common baptism, we share one faith, one tradition, one common bond of fellowship, love, and responsibility. We are all part of the One Body of Christ, Christians far away in Sudan and people here at St. Alban’s -- we’re all in it together, and if one part of the Body hurts, we all suffer. 


Christians in Sudan and Christians around the world have stood up and shouted: “NO MORE! No more murdering Sunday School children. No more torching Churches. Everybody deserves freedom!” 


The fact that we made it this far, that we’ve come to a Sudanese election that the world is watching, that is an amazing success story, a heroic story of partnerships and trust, a fantastic journey of courage, compassion, and conviction. The people of Sudan are being baptized into a new a community with wonderfully new possibilities and new life. 


May the Muslim majority in Sudan honor this quest for religious and political freedom. May we at St. Alban’s and Christians around the world stand with our courageous brothers and sisters in Christ voting for their lives as we speak. 

Now let us pray for fair and peaceful elections in Southern Sudan. Pray for persecuted Christians in Sudan. Pray for all who are persecuted anywhere and everywhere. In God’s name, we pray, Amen. 

